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ABSTRACT
The Text(tiles) of Adinkra Symbols: West African Art, Gender, & Poetic
Translations is a critical and creative dissertation that interrogates Adinkra symbols
from West Africa. These symbols, rediscovered in the nineteenth century, serve as
codes, communicating warnings and meanings of proverbs to recipients. Many
individual Adinkra symbols are abstract ideographs of the philosophical ideas they
represent. My work expands on existing scholarship and further elaborates how
Adinkra symbols moved from Ghana to the United States (U.S). Specifically, I trace
how these creative-pictorial-philosophical symbols evolved in use as artistic mediums
of expression of African/Black tradition and identity for the migrant African/Black
subject in bondage. My research incorporates expanded poetic practices and
alternative readings of the symbols to bring a fuller awareness of the enduring cultural
influence of Ghanaian art on African Diaspora literature, material culture, and future
artistic forms. Essentially, this project rediscovers original interpretations of the
Adinkra aesthetic through poetic translations of selected Adinkra symbols.
This manuscript is divided into two parts: a critical introduction and a poetry
collection. The critical introduction expands on the work of scholars by arguing that
Adinkra symbols, which are indigenous to the Asantes of Ghana, were brought to the
United States via enslaved Akans in the eighteenth century and continue to be used by
migrant African/ Black subjects in bondage to creatively express and preserve
African/Black identity. The poetry collection takes the shape of oral narratives and is
narrated by a Ghanaian subject, Elizabeth Yaa Bretuo Anim, who as an undocumented
subject in the U.S., bears the burden and voice of her ancestors and her descendants:

she speaks on behalf of the enslaved, the free, and the undocumented or exiled. The
work also posits a historical link to internal migration in the United States as
represented by ekphrastic responses to Jacob Lawrence’s paintings in The Great
Migration (1941). This work reveals the philosophical and creative level of these
transhistorical symbols and their continuing relevance in contemporary Black culture.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I thank God
The inception of this project came early on in 2016, a rather difficult time of
my life when I used poetry to distract myself from the challenges I faced. My then
thesis advisor, Julie Sheehan welcomed all my Adinkra poems in and outside of the
classroom.
My major professor, Dr. Peter Covino said to me recently “your words are a
gift to me.” From the very first day that I visited the University of Rhode Island, Dr.
Covino has become not just a mentor but a great fan of my work, and I am grateful
that he has helped me to continue to shape my voice and continues to remind me of
why I first fell in love with words.
To my committee, Dr. Martha Elena Rojas Dr. Carolyn Betensky, Dr.
Christian Gonzalez, Dr. Hilda Llorenes, and Dr. Catherine John, thank you for
challenging me and for guiding me as I developed and crafted this deeply personal
work. The many conversations I had with Dr. Kathleen Davis, in and outside of the
classroom.
As a scholar and artist, it was important for me to complete archival work and
also carve out space to respond creatively to the many exciting findings. I am thankful
to Elka Rifkin at the Water Mill Center in Long Island, Ben Strader at Blue Mountain
Center, and the John and Elizabeth Dissertation Year Fellowship at Phillips Exeter

iv

Academy for giving me a virtual and physical space to piece the puzzle of this project
together.
There are people I met who went out of their way to make sure the Adinkra
puzzle made sense. I am indebted to Doran Ross, a renowned Ghanaian arts scholar
who had previously served as director of the Fowler Museum. Although he was sick at
the time, Ross invited me to his home and handed me all the information I would need
for my research, work he had been collecting for years on the Adinkra symbols. Our
meeting was timely, for Ross died shortly after my visit in August 2019, but I was
reminded daily as I worked on this project of the legacy he had left, and what I needed
to pass on. To my friends and colleagues, pastors, who loved me, prayed with me, and
reminded me that all this was possible.
And there are organizations like the Mellon Mays Undergraduate Fellowship,
the Center for Humanities, URI Arts and Science, URI College of Business, and the
URI Provost office, which supported my research.
To my elementary school classmate, Ann-Marie Abeasi now turned sister and
her family, who made sure I left Ghana with every single answer to questions about
Adinkra symbols, I owe you a huge “medaase.” In Ghana, I met many destiny helpers
like Justice Brobbey at the Manhyia Palace Museum and Professor Stephen Okyere
Boateng.
I am grateful to Kwame Dawes who first yes to Adinkra and poetry
communing together on the page in Try Kissing God as part of the African Poetry

v

Book Fund. Earlier versions of poems included in the poetry section of this collection
first appeared:

vi

DEDICATION
To Kwasi, Ama, Naana, M’afia, for giving me a family
To my motherland, for giving me a home and a country

vii

PREFACE
This dissertation uses Manuscript Format.

viii

TABLE OF CONTENTS

ABSTRACT................................................................................................................ii
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT..........................................................................................iv
DEDICATION............................................................................................................vii
PREFACE...................................................................................................................viii
TABLE OF CONTENTS.............................................................................................ix
LIST OF FIGURES......................................................................................................x
CHAPTER 1.................................................................................................................1
INTRODUCTION........................................................................................................1
a. Sankɔfa YƐnkyi: A Myth and the Golden Stool ......................................................7
b. Material Culture: History, Anthropology & Culture................................................13
c. Adinkra Art Object as Decorative Motif..................................................................20
d. Adinkra Poetic Translations: The Migrant Subject..................................................26
IMAGES.......................................................................................................................40
BIBLIOGRAPHY........................................................................................................46

ix

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1. Nyame Biribi Wo Soro, “God is in heaven,” one of several Adinkra symbols
on the gate of Manhyia Palace....................................................................................40
Figure 2. Osram ne Nsromma “The Moon and Star” symbol on a cement wall in at
Kentinkrono, Kumasi.................................................................................................40
Figure 3. Adinkrahene, “king of Adinkra symbols” one of the Adinkra symbols on the
ceiling of The Kumasi Central Market (Locally referred to as Kumasi Dubai)..........40
Figure 4. Gye Nyame, Akoma Ntoso “Except for God, Linked Hearts” embedded in
new College of Arts and Built Environment (CABE) Office Block Kwame Nkrumah
University of Science and Technology(KNUST) .....................................................40
Figure 5. Savannah Cotton Exchange Building, Savannah, Georgia.........................41
Figure 6. Historic Sankɔfa gate in Savannah, Georgia...............................................42
Figure 7. Gye Nyame, ‘Except for God’ on the cover of Zong! By M. NourbeSe
Philip; Adinkra cloth on the cover of No Sweetness Here and Other Stories by Ama
Ata Aidoo..................................................................................................................43
Figure 8. Variations of the same symbols with the same meanings: Sankɔfa L),
Adinkrahene (R)
...............................................................................................................43
Figure 9. Symbols that use similar motifs/shapes but have different names or
meanings...........................................................................................................................
.44
Figure 10 Siamese Crocodiles...................................................................................44
Figure 11. Ram’s Horn..............................................................................................44
x

Prepared for submission to Obsidian Literatures and Arts in the African
Diaspora and African Literature Today

1

CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Keywords: Origin, Indigenous, migrant subject
Origin
n.

the point or place where something begins, arises, or is derived.
“I am of the spilling pockets of talkative market women from the East,” “Homage”
“There’s where you’re from
and where the planter picked
you from” “Resale”

I begin in Accra, Ghana, at the age of twelve, sitting at Kotoka International
Airport with my sister and father, in anticipation of my reunion with my mother now
living in the Bronx. I begin here because everything before this year is not relevant to
my transformation as a migrant subject who now struggles with moving between the
geographical and liminal spaces of a home.
But my beginning is also influenced by my name, Afia, a Friday born—the
name my ancestors believe Nyame gave me before I was christened into English, first
and surname. I share lineage with Kwahus from my father’s side, who belong to the
larger Akan ethnic group. When people ask me where I am from in Ghana, I say I am
of the Kwahu people. In the United States, when people ask me where I am from, I list
the places I have lived for more than a year, even though these places may not have
lived in me—the Bronx, Southampton, New York, and Kingston, Rhode Island.
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I begin with the Duafe Adinkra symbol I recognized in a documentary by
Henry Louis Gates while teaching an Introduction to African Literature class at Stony
Brook University. Leaning into this documentary led me through a metaphorical door
of no return, and into a world of ancient African art objects and oral-literary texts—
Adinkra symbols—that have no defined origin but have permeated West African and
African Diasporic cultural spaces. Rediscovering Adinkra symbols has allowed me to
complicate the issue of origins, of my beginning, as I begin again, as a writer who
translates the poetic practices of survival for African subjects in bondage.
At its surface, The Text(tiles) of Adinkra Symbols: West African Art, Gender, &
Poetic Translations is a critical and creative dissertation that interrogates Adinkra
symbols from West Africa. It honors the lived experiences of female African
subjectivities in bondage through poetic translations of proverbs and philosophical
interpretations of the Adinkra symbols. This style is influenced by the work of
scholars like Saidiya Hartman, Christina Sharpe, and Tiffanny Lethabo King 1 who are
thinking about the relationship between land, ocean, and the death/ demise of enslaved
subjects in their scholarship. I build on this work by using historical knowledge of
enslaved subjects to shape the fictional speakers of my poems. The poems themselves
are a study of how slavery as a legacy is still very much alive in the U.S. and how
other legal systems in the United States continue to enslave or hold captive
African/Black subjects.
Scholars and historians have identified Adinkra symbols and their uses by the
Akan people. What many scholars have not looked closely at is the symbols’ use by

1

I am thinking of Lose Your Mother (2006) by Hartman, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being (2016)
by Sharpe, The Black Shoals: Offshore Formations of Black and Native Studies (2019) by King
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descendants of Akans and people of the African Diaspora, both as a language (oral
art) and decorative art, and to connect and bridge cultural gaps created as a result of
slavery. By using the term oral art, I am thinking of Nigerian poet and scholar Tanure
Ojaide’s argument that African poets use orality as a model to express cultural
identity:
“The poets are performing their roles as priests, social reformers, and prophets
who speak to their people out of their indigenous tradition to meet the demands
of modern society. Moreover, it is a source of nationalism that a poet projects
his/her culture consciously or subconsciously. The strong oral flavor of recent
West African poetry has given this poetry not just a distinctive identity but
poetic strength.” (304)
By defining my use of Adinkra symbols in my poems as an oral art, I am invoking the
indigenous African traditions that allow me to perform in the role of a griot.
Adinkra symbols2 are a set of ideographs indigenous to the Akan people of
West Africa. Akans are dispersed between Ivory Coast and Ghana. Twi is the common
language of Akans and is used unofficially as the native language of Ghanaians. There
are various dialects of Twi spoken amongst Akans, such as Asante Twi, and Fante.
Akans are also organized into eight clan groups, identified by a totem, an animal that
symbolizes the characteristics of the group. For example, the Agona group is
represented by a parrot, signifying unity and multitude (Nkansa-Kyeremateng 30).3
The Akan people are deeply devoted to remembering where they came from and the
preservation of lineage by emphasizing the importance of building kinship bonds,
whether it is on the continent or outside of it. It is often simple to trace Adinkra to
Akans but harder to pinpoint how they were first used, as art objects or funeral cloth.

2

There are about 200 and counting Adinkra symbols that exist today.
Akan families are also divided into Ntons which are patrilineal spirits–names of the Ntons are from
the names of rivers.
3
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One reason may be the utilitarian use of African art and the fluidity in which such art
objects become part of kinship norms.
In Twi, Adinkra is a greeting that means farewell. Because of the myth
associated with the meaning of the word, Adinkra symbols are also popularly known
as mourning cloth. Akan elders who highly revere their ancestors believed that the
symbols serve as a medium of communication through the living and Asamando
where the dead go to continue their life journey (Kwadwo 97). The belief in
Asamando is so firm that kings are believed to rule even in death and have their
servants sacrificed to help them serve in the afterlife. Because Asantes believe that
their dead Nananom (ancestors) are spiritual forces that guard them and deliver them
from trouble, they become an influential spiritual guide when they are enslaved and
brought to the West.
The critical portion of this dissertation is an introduction to Adinkra symbols
which explores the historical transference of the ideographic Adinkra symbols from
West Africa to the United States via enslaved Africans who settled in the Gullah
Geechee regions. To fully express a novel perspective of African oral art, my creative
manuscript functions through a fictional and historical storyline of an imagined
twenty-two-year-old young woman, Elizabeth Yaa Bretuo Anim who comes to the
United States from Ghana at the age of thirteen leaving family behind. She has
overstayed her visa and has no way of returning home. Yaa finds support by learning
about other Akan women, such as Akosua Asantewaa, who were enslaved and brought
to the United States, and by writing poetry to cope with her new
reality. Ultimately, my work reimagines original interpretations of this aesthetic,
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considering its transnational values of Black subjectivities. This creative portion also
pays attention to internal migration in the United States as represented by Jacob
Lawrence’s paintings in the Great Migration (1941). In this work, I deliberately use
words and spellings in the Akan language, Twi, in which the symbols’ names and
meanings are created and the poetic and traditional Akan customs the symbols
express.
My research does not present absolute knowledge about all the existing
Adinkra symbols I discuss because of the issue of original dates, oral history, and
because of the controversy over which the Akan group (mainly Asante and Bono)
created the symbols. The archival research completed did not specify how and why
certain symbols have their names. Because the ratification process for each symbol is
not rigid, existing Adinkra symbols must be correctly archived and dated to account
for and provide data about the evolution of these communicative tools. Additionally,
because elements of Adinkra are so expansive, finding expression in material culture,
art, literature, anthropology, and archeology, further research is needed to identify
ways in which Akan literature and oral art are interwoven with sophisticated,
contemporary practices. The impact of such rediscoveries confirms the desire of many
enslaved West Africans to continue to flaunt their cultural heritage even during their
enslavement, and their return. Even though I was born and raised in Ghana, I have
found that completing this research on the Adinkra symbols has opened the history of
the very Akan ethnicity I claim, but know little about, especially since I grew up first
in a Ghanaian environment that was saturated with Western ideologies and later in
America itself.

6

Sankɔfa YƐnkyi: A Myth and the Golden Stool

The myth that has often propelled the controversial origin story of Adinkra
symbols references the defeat and imprisonment of Nana Kofi Adinkra during the
Asante-Gyaman war in 1818. Nana Kofi Adinkra, a king from Gyaman (Bono Region
of Ghana)4, announced ownership of the Sika ‘Dwa5, the sacred Golden Stool
belonging to the Asantes 6. As the prominent Akan subgroup founded in the early
eighteenth century, the Asantes were furious about Nana Adinkra’s proclamations.
Several oral and written stories recount this myth in various forms. My source comes
from Adolph who explains that during his time in prison, Nana Kofi Adinkra painted
many of these symbols, which he wore on his cloth as a way of mourning. Other
narratives suggest that an artisan who was captured with Nana Adinkra created these
symbols (Agbo x). This myth has been debunked by several historians 7 who believe
the symbols existed before the war and even before Thomas E. Bowdich recorded the
adornment of the cloth on a man at the Odwira Festival during his mission trip to the
Ashanti Region between 1817 and 1819. I share the belief that these symbols are
indigenous to Akans and predate both King Adinkra’s imprisonment and Bowditch’s
mission trip because many of the meanings of the symbols explain the customs and
beliefs of Akans 8 after they settled in Southern parts of Ghana. Although

4

The Bono was a Northern state in the Gold Coast that emerged from the growing gold trade in
Savannah in the fifteenth century (Nkansa-Kyeremateng 36).
5
The long form of this word is akongua or akongdwa
6
"Established as an empire around 1680 under Asantehene Osei Tutu and pursuing an expansionist
policy until the death of Opoku Ware in 1750, Asante was one of the most militarily powerful and
structurally articulate polities in all of West and West Central Africa, rivaling the earlier savannah states
in complexity if not territorial expanse." (Gomez 109)
7
See Mato, Ajei Quarcoo, Ross, Rattray and Danquah.
8
Akans are almost 50% of the Ghanaian population. The most prominent subgroup among Akans are
15% Asantes (Ashanti Region) and 10% Fantes (Cape Coast) (Nkansa-Kyeremateng 8).
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controversial, this myth presents persuasive arguments for the reasons why Asantes
take pride in preserving what belongs to them even unto death. The myth about the
origin of Adinkra symbols also provides a metaphorical canvas that explains the
importance of the symbols’ meanings.
The Sika ‘Dwa is a spiritual art object known to hold the souls of the Asante
people, a conglomerate of other smaller Akan groups that came together in 1701 to
fight the Dankyira people, led by Nana Osei Tutu and Ɔkomfo Anɔkye, a chief priest,
who intercepted the golden9 stool as it fell from the sky.10 The Sika ‘Dwa is a symbol
of power and leadership in the Akan society and is so precious that there is a
designated attendant, Akongua Soani, assigned to carrying and maintaining not just
this stool but other court stools as well. Because of its value, the stool is hidden and
only brought out during the coronation of kings, or on special occasions for if
mishandled or lost, the people of the Ashanti kingdom are believed to be in grave
danger or eventually destroyed.
For instance, when Yaa Asantewaa, the queen mother of Ejisu 11 fought in the
war of 1900 to protect the golden stool, she was merely interested in preserving her
people and not in proving her power as a queen mother, although one of her roles as a
queen is to select the next heir to the throne. A historian 12 at the Manhyia Palace
museum explains that Frederick Hodgson, a British colonial governor to the Ashanti

9

Gold is a mineral found in abundance in Ghana. In fact, before Kwame Nkrumah changed the
country’s name to Ghana, it was called the Gold Coast by Portuguese explorers who found an
abundance of gold between rivers Ankobra and Volta. The change from Gold Coast to Ghana during its
independence signifies the breaking from colonial practices–Ghana is the name one of the most
powerful Kingdoms in Sub-Saharan Africa (Nkansa-Kyeremateng 1).
10
The word Asante is derived from the phrase 3sa nti fuo–those who came together because of war
(Kwadwo 87).
11
Also spelled as Edweso, a town in Kumasi (Kwadwo 97)
12
Interview with Justice Brobbey, curator at the Manhyia Palace Museum, 9/15/2021

8

Region had exiled King Prempeh I and other Asante royals to the Seychelles Island in
1869. Thinking that the leadership of the Asantes had weakened, Hodgson demanded
the golden stool to sit on, but Yaa Asantewaa refused, and he was offered an ordinary
stool instead (Kwadwo 97). When he insisted further, Yaa Asantewaa gave Hodgson a
gold-plated stool to stop the British from taking the actual golden stool—because in
essence, the colonizer is often involved in showing off what he has taken from the
colonized, displaying it as art in museums, and not allowing it to be used for its
intended purposes.
The role of this myth in indigenous Akan literature also reveals the relationship
between art and metaphor for Akans. For Akans, art objects hold the beliefs and are
used as part of the spiritual practices of the people. As much as we would want to
believe that King Adinkra invented Adinkra symbols, Asantes have too much pride to
offer this much reverence to a prisoner who sought to deprive them of their lives.
What this myth offers us is a genuine approach to understanding decorative, or
Adinkra oral art as a means of survival for the imprisoned, and possibly enslaved
Africans who were brought to the United States. Adinkra symbols and their proverbs
are a pathway to understanding how signs, whether symbols or oral art, serve as a
communication tool for the Akans especially when they are distanced or separated
from home. (Kyeremateng 61).
In Exchanging Our Country Marks, The Transformation of African Identities
in the Colonial and Antebellum South (1998), historian Michael A. Gomez traces
various ethnic groups brought from Africa to North America during the transatlantic
slave trade, and their cultural influences in the regions they were forced to settle.

9

Similar accounts of the influence of African culture on American/ African American
culture can be found in Joseph E. Holloway’s Africanisms in American Culture,
Second Edition (2005). Holloway’s work focuses extensively on Africans from
Senegambia, primarily because they were the largest among the enslaved Africans to
be exported to North America. Gomez’s work pays closer attention to Akans, and his
critical attention supports my central argument about the expanded creative and
philosophical importance of the Adinkra symbols. For Akans, the symbols proliferated
visual representations of cultural awareness during a time when many of them were
deemed to be objects.
In his text, Gomez provides evidence of how certain Adinkra symbols may
have been brought and used in the United States by Akans. In his chapter “Societies
and Stools, Sierra Leone and the Akan,” he writes:
The eighteenth-century saw a dramatic increase in Gold Coast captive exports.
From 2,500 per year between 1701 and 1710 to 7,300 per year in 1720 to a
peak of 9,100 in the 1740s, the Gold Coast quickly became an important
source of slaves for the West. A depreciation of 25 percent in the 1750s and
further decline in the 1770s was followed by an upsurge in either. the 1780s or
the 1790s. In total, at least 665,000 Africans were exported from the region
(Gomez 106).
The data provided by Gomez reveals the increase in the population of Akans who were
transported to North America. This data also confirms the relevance of Adinkra
symbols of Akans who would have used them as a tool of expression, communication,
and survival.
As one of the few homogenous African groups in North America, Akans, also
known as Koromantin /Coromantee were often valued for their good behavior and
were in high demand in North America as well as Jamaica, West Indies in the late

10

eighteenth century (106). They were often described as hard workers, strong, and
rebellious when not loyal. Although South Carolina and Georgia may have less
evidence of the presence of Akans, the few that stayed contributed heavily to the
visual aesthetics of architecture in these places. In Savannah, Georgia, Akan women
were believed to have contributed to building the tabby cement (made from oyster
shells) that now holds stores along the coast of the Savannah River near the capitol
building in Savannah, Georgia.13
Akan men were known to be extremely skilled in wood crafting, a job
designated mainly for men who also worked as artisans or iron and goldsmiths (110).
Their role as artisans explains the infusion of the symbols, their precision, and design
in several iron gates across the South, in New York City, and Rhode Island. In general,
the study of Adinkra and even the making of Adinkra cloth or stamps is a field heavily
dominated by men. This is primarily due to the traditional customs of Akan men as
artisans. In the village of Ntonso, Ghana, where I visited, the tradition of carving the
Adinkra symbols on the calabash pieces seems to have continued to be only practiced
by men. David14, the Adinkra historian at Ntonso, also explained that stamping the
motifs is easier for men who infrequently suffer back pain from the technique. Since
the early 2000s Adinkra cloth technique has evolved from screen printing to
embroidery.
Although Gomez’s work helps us to acknowledge the contribution of Akan
men to the art in North America, there is no specification in his or Holloway’s work
that the symbols incorporated or employed by these Akan artisans were Adinkra

13
14

See figure five for a picture of Savannah Cotton Exchange Building
My tour guide David was introduced to us through subtle negotiations.
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symbols. According to David, Adinkra carvers were often artisan men, and this is
where I establish the connection between Adinkra motifs and enslaved Akan artisans.
Using a combination of archival, literary, and historical research, I build on
scholarship that Adinkra symbols were brought to the United States during the
eighteenth century by enslaved Akans. As a way of preserving their cultural beliefs,
they incorporated the symbols, using them as communication and decorative art in
architecture and ironwork. Most importantly, by adopting these symbols, they engaged
in a sense of spiritual agency that establishes a connection to indigenous lands.

12

Material Culture: History, Anthropology & Culture
In “Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture Theory and Method”
(1982) Jules David Prown, the leading scholar and authority on the Western theory of
art history and material culture, presents scholarship on material culture. He asserts
that material culture allows for the study of artifacts that provides a lens into a
community’s attitudes, ideas, values, or even assumptions. (Prown 1). However, this
definition of material culture provides a limited understanding of the ways art objects
are used in African societies.
As material culture, Adinkra symbols influence the way Akans, and many
people of the African diaspora cultivate an African or Black identity. One can define
material culture as the reproduction of social and symbolic practices of a group of
people. By studying Adinkra symbols, the artifact, or art objects, we get a sense of
Akan culture.
I want to consider Adinkra symbols as African oral art objects that provide
agency to those who use them, as argued by Kris L.Hardin and Mary Jo Arnoldini (1)
in African Material Culture (1996). Using both form (anthropology) and context (art
history) they consider an African-centered approach to African Material culture
because “African objects continue to be used in the construction of definitions of
Africa rather than as vehicles for understanding African material experience in new
ways” (5). When African objects are termed African art in the Western Context
(1960s-1970s) they are often referred to for their decorative properties especially as it
relates to authenticity and locating the ethnic group that may have created an art piece
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(5). Even now, exoticizing and romanticizing of African objects from the colonial
period still occurs (3).
Adinkra symbols transcend a physical art object. In discussing the agency of
African material objects, Hardin and Arnoldini state:
Objects are produced and used in ways that bring together questions of
structure and tradition with human desires, goals, and aspirations. In their
interactions with the material world real people explore and reform the
structures that enable and constrain their actions and at the same time develop
patterns for future action. Part of this type of analysis must include the
contestations' minority voices, and other factors that make everyday life and
activity a messy, problematic, and ever-changing affair. (11)

What my poetry collection acknowledges thus is the changing meanings of the
symbols as they have shifted from the Akan, enslaved subject, to the African
American and African in America and how with each engagement the material object
provides agency to overcome physical or psychological bondage as related to the
expression of identity. In another vein, the order of documenting origins of events,
beliefs, etc. has a Western precedent which complicates the narrative for Africans
whose stories are told through the lens of the Westerner/ colonizer and are often
misrepresented because of the differences between cultures. The way in which the
history is presented linearly is a Western/ colonizer view, and it cannot be mapped
onto African senses of history that cannot be reduced to linearity, and thus a simple
sense of “origins.” Some background is necessary in order to understand these cultural
differences.
In considering Adinkra symbols as a form of language, we have a sign,15
consisting of the signifier which is the ideograph, and the signifier which is the

15

I am thinking of Ferdinand De Saussure’s two-part model of the sign here.
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concept or philosophical meaning that is found in the name of the symbol. Most of the
time, the name of an Adinkra ideograph is an abbreviated Akan proverb. However, the
ideograph is not often a direct explanation for the name of the symbol. Knowing the
name of the symbol and being able to identify the accompanying ideograph is only the
first part of understanding this form of language. One must also know the meanings,
lessons, or values of proverbs being used. For example, “ram’s horn,”16 dwennimɛn is
an Adinkra symbol that is often used because of its aesthetics and its meaning which
people often use to describe a character trait. Unlike many of the Adinkra symbols, its
geometric shape is like that of a ram's horn (Willis 96). Dwennimɛn translates simply
to ram's horn. Many people do not know about the proverb from which is extracted:
“Dwenini yɛ asisie a ɔde n’akoma naɛnnye ne mmɛn”—the ram may bully with its
heart but not with its horn” (Willis 97). The meanings of this symbol are extracted
from the imagery and personification of the ram. Because nature is representative of
life beyond the physical, the ram’s way of life is not arbitrary but can teach valuable
life lessons. As it uses its horn as a form of protection and survival the symbol is
associated with strength in the mind, soul, and body, and wisdom in learning (Willis
97).
I am personally intrigued by the symbol Funtunmmireku Dɛnkyɛmmireku17 a
symbol of a mythical creature that weaves in Akan rhythm and wit—it almost sounds
like a traditional drum speaking. The proverb from which this symbol gets its name is
“Funtummireku Dɛnkyɛmmireku, wɔn afuru bom, nso wɔ didi a na wo ko”—the
Siamese crocodiles, have one stomach but keep fighting when they eat. The symbol
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See figure 11
See figure 10, lizard-like symbol
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emphasizes unity in a shared destiny and unity in diversity—two people from the same
family/ethnic group should be united to achieve a mutual goal despite differences in
opinions (Agbo 4).
In Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism (1988)
Henry Louis Gates writes argues that signifying in Black tradition and literature is
“double-voiced” and adopts figurative rhetoric of repetition and revision. Gates
references Esu-Elegbara and the trickster Monkey as key figures in understanding the
double consciousness of Afro-American signification. Esu-Elegbara is a Yoruba deity
that “functions in sacred myth” while the trickster monkey, Esu’s profane equivalent
shows mastery over figurative language and translation. Gates explains, “Signifyin(g)
is black double-voicedness; because it always entails formal revision and an
intertextual relation” (70). He further explains “These two separate but related
trickster figures serve in their respective traditions as points of conscious articulation
of language traditions aware of themselves as traditions, complete with a history,
patterns of development and revision, and internal principles of patterning and
organization” (15). These patterns of revision and tradition introduce a kind of Black
vernacular that incorporates rhetoric and style of Black expression.
Like me, Gates interrogates art objects that have roots in myth and folklore—
African traditions that survived the middle passage and evolved into Black traditions.
For Gates, these figures are examples of tropes, their intertextuality, and interpretation
of Black vernacular, used often by African American authors. For Black subjects
specifically, symbols like Adinkra represent a form of signification, beyond the
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concept of image and sound pattern of language theorized by Ferdinand de Saussure. 18
The definition of signs and symbols presented by Saussure ignores the rhetorical
implications of significations:
Whereas in standard English usage signification can be represented
signified/signifier and that which is signified is a concept, or concepts, in the
black homonym, this relation of semantics has been supplanted by a relation of
rhetoric, wherein the signifier “Signification” is associated with a concept that
stands for the rhetorical structures of the black vernacular, the trope of tropes
that is Signifyin(g) (Gates 68-69).
Gates problematizes this definition of signification by drawing our attention to
rhetorical relations—the recognition that Black traditions suppose certain
intertextualities that cannot simply be ignored.
Gates’ argument is essential to understanding and close reading of the
literature of the African Diaspora because it highlights the “speaking black voice in
written text” which is similar to the orality of indigenous African storytelling (20).
This voice engages not simply with images and letters but with gestures, proverbs, and
references to cultural traditions. Thus, “Signifyin(g) is a trope in which are subsumed
several other rhetorical tropes, including metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony
(the master tropes), and also hyperbole, litotes, and metalepsis (Bloom’s supplement
to Burke). To this list, we could easily add aporia, chiasmus, and catachresis, all of
which are used in the ritual of Signifyin(g) (Gates 71). The double voice of Adinkra
symbols is found in their proverbs and uses as oral art objects as well as their
repetitive uses as tropes in narratives by Ghanaian and other Black authors.
Relevant scholarship on Adinkra symbols has been recorded by scholars both
in the United States and in Ghana. Daniel Mato’s 1986 dissertation Clothed in symbol:
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The Signifying Monkey (Gates 1988).
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the art of Adinkra among the Akan of Ghana is the first text I encountered during my
research of Adinkra symbols. The dissertation provides information on the ‘origin’ of
the symbols and their meanings in Akan culture. Mato’s dissertation also includes
speculative arguments of some motifs as being adopted from Northerners in Ghana.
Doran Ross, a historian with expertise in Akan artifacts disputes the belief that
Adinkra motifs came from the North. While completing archival research at UCLA, I
explored the Fowler Museum’s archive of Adinkra stamps and spoke to Ross about the
extensive collection. During my conversation with Doran Ross, who has been actively
collecting art objects from Ghana for 20 years, it became clear that although many
symbols have influences from other parts of West Africa, they are indigenous to
Akans (Asante).
Recent scholarship available on Adinkra symbols ranges between historical
and literary analysis. There are also some creative poetic interpretations of the
symbols, used as chapter markers, or book covers. 19 A. K Quarcoo’s The Language of
Adinkra Patterns written in 1971, and Adolph H. Agbo’s Values of Adinkra Symbols
written in1999 focus on recounting many of the known symbols, their meanings, and
their relationship to proverbs. Although her work is not central to the arguments I
make in this dissertation Boatema Boateng’s The Copyright Thing Doesn’t Work
Here: Adinkra and Kente Cloth and Intellectual Property in Ghana published in 2011,
offers both a legal and gendered perspective of how Adinkra cloths are circulated. She
is also amongst a marginalized group of Ghanaian women scholars writing
theoretically about Adinkra symbols as part of capitalistic structures. In her work,
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See figure 7
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Boateng also introduces another funeral cloth Kuntunkuni which is made specifically
by Akan women (72-73). Kuntunkuni is not as widely recognized as Adinkra cloth but
the process used in making this cloth highlights the creative nature of the rural Akan
woman and challenges stereotypes of a woman’s role as a domestic subject.
While critical and historical interrogations of the Adinkra symbols remain
relevant to my understanding of the symbols, I am particularly interested in their
poetic and creative interpretations found in the proverbs (names of the symbols) and
then evolve to social/ material culture in their forms as art objects. In other words, I
am reading Adinkra symbols as a form of oral art and find that my poetic
interpretation of them helps me to better understand their use by people of the African
Diaspora. In 2019, as part of my archival research at the Schomburg Library in New
York City, I came across Albert Kayper-Mensah’s Sankofa: Adinkra Poems published
in 1976. Kayper-Mensah’s poems are short abstract verses that explain the meanings
of selected symbols, and each poem is titled after an Adinkra symbol. He is mindful of
the use of the Twi language and includes the ideograph the poem references for each
poem. I adopt a similar style when I wrote Try Kissing God in 2019 which was
published in 2020 as part of the anthology of New-Generation African Poets edited by
Kwame Dawes. Try Kissing God has twenty poetic translations of Adinkra symbols
that investigate my relationship with God, nature, and identity as an Akan who has
rediscovered new uses of the Adinkra symbols and their history in the United States.
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Adinkra Art Object as Decorative Motif
Indigenous
n.
of or relating to the earliest known inhabitants of a place and especially

was colonized by a now-dominant group.

of a place that

We know that Adinkra symbols are indigenous to the Akans of Ghana but how
did they come to the United States, at what time and place, and how have they been
adopted by people of the African Diaspora as an extension of Black tradition/identity.
Here, I shift from the question of the origin and move to indigeneity to dismantle a
western centered methodology of focusing too strictly on the ideas of origin. Shifting
to indigeneity solves the mystery of the symbols’ origin and affirms the agency of
enslaved Akans/Africans in the United States.
In the United States, the decorative use of Adinkra symbols in architecture
serves as a historical and current reminder of the West African community and its
strength. Take for example the Savannah Cotton Exchange Building, built by Akans in
1886.20 The building was a space set for brokers and planters to set the market value of
cotton for trade and export. Although many accounts refer to the style of the symbols
on the building as Romanesque, there are many indications of Akan influence on the
architecture. Many African Americans who had been freed from slavery still had to
work to establish themselves financially and sometimes to buy their freedom. The red
brick color of the Savannah Cotton Exchange building which is distinct in color from
the other historical buildings that surround it is like those used for mud houses in the
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Sister Patt Gun of the Savannah Underground Tours of Savannah narrated this story during a guided
tour in May 2021.
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Ashanti towns. The Asantes believed that the mud would cool the place and intercept
bullets. Thus, many shrines and residents of royals used this style of architecture as
well as the inscription of the symbols.
In between each letter of the words Savannah Cotton Exchange Building 21 is a
symbol, some of which are easily identifiable as Adinkra symbols. However, the
symbols are so up high that it is difficult to identify, even with a zoomed-in
photograph for each of them. Their patterns are what helped me to link them to the
Adinkra symbols. In Savannah, the historical stairs show many variations of the
Sankɔfa symbol, a bold motif reminding other Akans who saw it to not forget where
they came from. A message is being communicated between the letters of the
Savannah Cotton Exchange building—since Adinkra symbols when arranged together
can read as words function in a sentence. The angle of the building and its security
features, nonetheless, makes it difficult to identify all the patterns or the intended
message of the buildings.
Not coincidentally, the building is located a walking distance from the port of
Savannah River where many enslaved Africans took their first steps on American soil.
Not too far away lies a holding pen that mimics the oval shape, and darkness of the
Cape Coast dungeons where enslaved Akans were held captive. Although William G.
Preston designed22 this building, he did not build it—it was built by African
Americans. The symbols, which are not easily identifiable by someone outside the
Akan community would probably have functioned (and still function) as a coded
language for the newly free West Africans who sought to call America their home.
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See Figure 5
Further research could help us better understand Peterson’s architectural influences.
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This building openly expresses in nuanced ways the power of decorative art for many
free and enslaved Africans living in the South. It is fundamental to make the African
Diaspora community aware of this knowledge and to further identify creative modes
of expression of the Adinkra symbols for the Akans and other West Africans who
could not forget their cultural history, regardless of the circumstances that threatened
their existence.
Adinkra symbols serve as a source of cultural connection to Africa. The
emphasis on this artistic expression of storytelling, which leads to a reconnection with
one’s innate identity, is similar to one’s search and preservation of self. 23 In current
day New York City where many enslaved Africans had a restricted sense of freedom,
there is an African slave burial ground 24 monument that celebrates the lives of
Africans buried on the land. As previously stated, funerals are an elaborate part of
custom for many African people. This monument celebrates the Akan culture—
although it is not proven that Akans are buried on the ground—by highlighting several
Adinkra symbols in large white prints on granite. The symbols’ usage presents a
modern interpretation of remembrance and celebrates Black tradition and identity
despite the separation caused by slavery. The appearance of Adinkra symbols in many
parts of North America provides evidence of the artistic contribution of Akans 25 to the
architecture of the country, as initially presented by Gomez’s data.

Audre Lorde talks about the revelatory experience of writing poetry in her work “Poetry is not
Luxury ”(1985).
24
This burial ground is in the Civic Center section of Lower Manhattan, and dates from 1690s to 1795.
It held skeletal remains of both enslaved and free Africans. The relationship between the ethnicity of
Africans buried in this space and the symbols is unknown.
25
“Enslaved Africans from Sierra Leone and Gold Coast were about 29% of the estimated imported
Africans (88). Akans were homogenous as compared to other ethnicities that came from Sierra Leone or
Senegambia. Many Akans shared the same linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Many Akans came in
23
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Michael J. C. Echeruo’s work “An African Diaspora: The Ontological Project”
(2001) speaks to my theorizing of an African Diaspora community that now has
purposely adopted the symbols as part of their cultural identity and is actively learning
about their historical and traditional contexts. He writes,
The members of a diaspora must have once had a home of their own, a nation,
if you like, but nevertheless a covenanted forever home, a site from which they
may be (for a while) excluded, but which is theirs, inalienably. This home,
this land is not important only as a physical place; it is even more important as
the source, root, final location for a determinable lineage. No person can
claim to be part of a diaspora who cannot, however improbably, claim also to
be traceable by descent to a lineage and (hence) to a place. (Echeruo13).
Echeruo’s description of the members of a diaspora [African] diaspora for my
purposes, highlights the ideas of home and a return to it, which is vital to Black
identity. Although returning is often not a romantic journey, the commitment to return
is a “prophetic expectation” (Echeruo 14). Ntonso Village in Kumasi, 26 where I
returned to complete research on Adinkra symbols, is currently regarded as one of the
few places in Ghana where indigenous Adinkra practices are still in use. David, my
tour guide, and expert in the Adinkra symbols explains the process of boiling, carving,
and stamping symbols on cloth. He made time for me because I called ahead and
wanted to find out more about the symbols. As per David’s account, one does not
enroll in formal education or apprenticeship to learn about the carving or meaning of
the Adinkra symbols. After school, as an eleven-year-old, he watched his elders,
assisting them as they carved and stamped Adinkra cloth. I have traveled from Rhode

the late 17th and 18th century, although Portuguese had been trading near the coast since the 15th
century (Gomez 105).
26

Kumasi is a five-hour drive from Accra, the capital of Ghana and about a forty-five-minute drive
from Ejisu.
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Island as a graduate student to learn more about the symbols, all the way to places of
my homeland that I was never interested in visiting when I lived in Ghana as a child.
This research trip represents my act of preservation as a scholar and an Akan woman
responding to this prophetic expectation of a return.
In Ghana, Adinkra symbols continue to thrive as a source of cultural
enrichment. Ghana dubbed 2019 as the “The Year of Return,” in celebration of
Africans returning to settle and invest as well as to commemorate the 400th
anniversary of the transatlantic slave trade. The “Year of Return” is based on the
Sankɔfa symbol, which is an Adinkra symbol that suggests a return to what was lost
because of slavery. “The Year of Return,” was incredibly successful and brought
revenue of $1.9 billion to the Ghanaian economy. 27 One does not return to simply a
land but a people. The year of return promoted activities, such as tours and music
festivals that presented the varied moving parts of West African culture. For example,
the Cape Coast Castle, where enslaved Ghanaians left through the “Door of No
Return” for North America, has become one of the most popular tourist attractions.
The popularization of such initiatives has further created a desire for knowledge for
oral art like the Adinkra symbols which define what beliefs and practices one should
be conscious of when one has “returned.” This is where my work becomes relevant as
it provides the link between cultural identity and oral art objects for many returnees.
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“African Diaspora: Did Ghana's Year of Return Attract Foreign Visitors?” BBC News, BBC, 30 Jan.
2020, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-51191409.
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This idea of this return casts its net wide to those of the African Diaspora and not
simply descendants of enslaved Africans in North America.
At David’s shop, a tour bus with six foreigners arrives. I can tell from their
accent that they are Americans, African Americans. The women from the tour bus
who have also come from miles away, a state in America I don’t know, have come to
learn about Adinkra symbols. They take turns pounding the dry bidie bark, laughing
and asking about the process in an American accent. They pound the dry tree bark as
directed by David, I join too, and he encourages me to pound with more vigor to
pulverize the leaves. He then demonstrates how the cloth is made by dipping a carved
calabash with an Adinkra motif into the boiled dye he has set aside for his daily
presentations. I stamp a butterfly on a yellow and Black kente (a traditional handwoven cloth)
strip worth about 60 cedes ($10).
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Adinkra Poetic Translations: The Migrant Subject
Migrant Subject

If we see Black women’s subjectivity as a migratory subjectivity existing
then we can see how their work, their presences

in multiple locations,

traverse all of the geographical/national boundaries

instituted to keep our dislocations in place. This ability to locate in a variety of geogra-

phical and

literary constituencies is peculiar to the migration that is fundamental to African experience as it is specific to
the human experi- ence as a whole. (Carole Boyce Davis 3)

The literary component of the Adinkra symbols which serve as art and oral
communication is what makes it both written and multimodal text. These elements
also push my analysis and creative work into interdisciplinary projects. The symbols’
effectiveness lies in the reader's ability to articulate, recognize the Akan values, and
speak Twi. But Adinkra does not exclude the non-native Akan speaker who may not
have direct ties to Ghana. Adinkra is the African migrant subject who seeks a
reconnection to home—not necessarily as a place of origin, but a sense of community
and rediscovery of Black tradition.
The poetic element of Adinkra symbols is found in the way the symbols are
presented. Throughout my work, I focus on the personal, literary, and historical
elements of these ideographs. My close reading of these symbols and their mode of
expression highlights how the oral arts of the Akan intricately weave didactic lessons
and messages for those in the present and future. I pay closer attention to the recourse
to these symbols by enslaved Africans in the diaspora and their descendants, and how
their usage changes the symbols from cultural practice to cultural preservation. 28 Thus,
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This idea references the myth of Nana Kofi Adinkra.
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in remembering and continuing to use these symbols, enslaved Africans and their
descendants reconstructed narratives of bondage, especially for those who were taken
away from their indigenous lands.
The layering of the symbols invites me to approach their interrogation at
angles that can be both personal and critical. As a Ghanaian woman writer, my
commitment to my art, as posited by African feminist scholar Molara Ogundipe-Leslie
is to correct the false representations of women in Africa, for me, in Ghana, by
breaking away from presenting stereotypical rural African women/ mothers (61).
When I thought about the title for the poetry collection, I wanted to stay away from a
single word—even though a single word can carry multitudes of meanings. My
Masters of Fine Arts (MFA) thesis was a poetry collection titled Resurrection that
explored my evolving identity from African to Black womanhood in the United States.
However, when I thought of I’ve Made a Country out of this Home I had not known
unconsciously that I was having a conversation with Safia Elhillo, a Sudanese
American poet who had released a novel in verse titled Home is not a Country.
For poets who are immigrants or descendants of immigrants like me and
Elhillo, we often think of words like home and country. I could write endless
narratives, poems, and descriptions of what home was like for me, growing up in
Accra, and how the concept of home was immediately replaced by country when I
moved to America. Now, my definition of home is congruent with the idea of a place
you reside permanently, but also, the idea of an Akan, home, efie, which is more about
the people, and lineage and not necessarily about the structure. Since I am an
immigrant who has lived in North America and Ghana, I think of home as a
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relationship with the Akan people as well as the community I have formed growing up
in Accra and the Bronx. The concept of a country is a little bit more complex because
it raises the issue of birth, residence, citizenship, and political territory. Although I
consider myself to be Ghanaian American, I was not born here, and my mother tongue
is Twi. Somehow, this knowledge, or rather this reality has complicated what I mean
by home. In certain parts of the collection, I think of a home more as the Bronx, where
there is a greater Ghanaian community than Rhode Island or South Hampton where I
also resided for at least two years. What I mean by I have made a country out of this
home, is that I have created for myself a land, a space, a community that allows me to
relive aspects of my home in Ghana, right here in the United States.
I’ve Made a Country out of this Home thus explores what it means to be
separated from your country, and how art becomes a mode of survival for redefining
heritage and self. Across five sections, with four sections named after an Adinkra
symbol, I develop a fictional and historical storyline centered on an imagined twentytwo-year-old young woman, Elizabeth Yaa Bretuo Anim who comes to the U.S. from
Ghana at the age of thirteen leaving her family behind. She has overstayed her visa
and has no way of returning home. Yaa finds support by learning about other Akan
women, such as Akosua Asantewaa, who was enslaved and brought to the U.S. and
writes poetry to cope with her new reality.
Elizabeth Yaa Bretuo Anim has a name that is burdened with the struggle
between colonial and indigenous powers. Since Ghana was ruled by the British for
over 100 years, I want to consider what it meant for her to carry the name Elizabeth
around, Queen Elizabeth of England, around, especially for her mother who gives her
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that name because she thinks it is an honor. She is also called Yaa Bretuo, Yaa in
reference to the Ejisu Queen mother who fought to preserve the golden stool, and
Bretuo, the clan’s name of the Asante royals which signifies bravery. Yaa Bretuo is
then a brave undocumented immigrant in the United States who now contends with
issues of colonization and citizenship. Anim is an arbitrary but purposefully Ghanaian
last name.
Yaa Bretuo's legal status is essential to the way these lyrical and narrative
poems work because they reflect her understanding of home and portray the
difficulties of belonging for enslaved Akan ancestors in the United States who couldn't
return home and were denied citizenship in a country, they were forced to call home.
Of course, the notion is more complicated than gaining citizenship, but it offers a level
of access and inclusion to the land. Somehow, I am also arguing that citizenship is
directly related to one’s relationship with the land. It was not until 1868 when the
Fourteenth Amendment was ratified that African Americans were regarded as citizens
of the United States, and even then, they faced discrimination.
In replicating this concept of home in this collection, I use Adinkra symbols as
section breakers: Sankɔfa, Asase yɛ Duru, Mate Masie, Traveling While Black, and
Fawohodie. These selected symbols are traditional and present a narrative of not just
the characters, but also show the relationship that the symbols have with the land
which is essential for Akans. Molara Ogundipe-Leslie recognizes that “the colonial
intention was to produce the nearest imitation of the master culture” and I seek to
dismantle that trope by adopting the use of Twi vowels/ names of words, phrases, or
proverbs throughout this work (114). The Twi vowels introduced sounds and therefore
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rhythms that center the voice of the African (Akan) subject. Considering that Akans
were migrants and not indigenous to the coast of current-day Ghana, it is also
important to understand these symbols serve as an artistic treaty with the land. I have
slightly changed the meanings of a few of the symbols/ proverbs after which they are
named to emphasize direct translation from Twi to English.
The collection begins and ends with a prologue and epilogue, “Origin Story”
and “The Origin of Because” to emphasize the difficulty in pinpointing or obtaining
historical records of many indigenous traditions of Akan groups, specifically Adinkra
symbols. After the Origin Story of Akosua Asantewaa, the collection delves into the
section Sankɔfa.
The Sankɔfa symbol is represented by a chicken or bird reaching backward to
pick an egg. This section is an inquisition into the memory of Akosua Asantewa as she
journeys from Cape Coast to South Carolina in the 1790s. The section begins with a
biblical reference to Noah's Ark, which is a metaphor for the ships in which many
enslaved Africans were packed in, in chains, and journeyed to the United States. As
much as I bring a historical view to these verses, I am also very much imagining what
it must have felt like for a young woman like Asantewaa, about eighteen or nineteen to
travel without a mother or father. The poem is structured to flow, like the waters the
Africans traveled on, with no punctuation. So as much as it is a voice about the
singular character, she becomes a spokesperson for the collective and enforces her
point by using the first-person plural pronoun, we. The poem can also be read as a
response by Yaa Bretuo to the learning of the history of the enslaved Akans in the
United States. The poem is interested in how one leaves a place, the mode of transport,
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the ports of entry, and the people they move with. In this section, a poem like “The
Miners” presents another persona poem from the perspective of the ports that were
built by the Portuguese along the coast of Ghana, while a poem like “Carolina Gold,”
is a wordplay on both the mining of gold in Ghana, the labor used to harvest rice in
South Carolina as well as the reputation of Black women as the source of a wealth
they hardly enjoy. If indeed this section is about leaving, then the use of the Sankɔfa
symbol is an invitation for them to return, if possible.
Asase yɛ Duru, the next section, carries the weight of Yaa Bretuo's childhood,
what she left behind before coming to America: going to the crowded market in Accra
with her grandmother, listening to the family talk about the death of others, the well
where she fetched water and the tradition of killing and cleaning birds. The Asase yɛ
duru symbol is made up of two Akoma, hearts, symbols inverted almost to reflect each
other. The proverb from which this symbol is derived is “asase yɛ duru sin po” which
translates to the earth is heavier than the sea (Willis 80). In the Akan religion, there
are the soro and asaase, heaven and earth respectively. Soro is where the deity
Onyame lives while Asase is where Asase Yaa (Asante) or Asase Efua, (Fante) lives
(Williamson 89). The symbol describes the divinity as well as the providence of
mother earth (Willis 80). The importance of the earth is emphasized by Akan
cosmology which reveals that the earth is the first creation of Onyame. Asase Yaa’s
reverence is found in her influence in sustaining life apart from Onyame (81).
What Yaa Bretuo realizes as this section unfolds is the foundation her
grandmother has set for her to be a resourceful and whole Akan woman whether in
America or Ghana. In remembering her grandmother, who does not speak English, or
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“who knows about the thunder that will brighten hell,” she also underscores the power
that this resilient old woman has over her generation. Again, the weight of the earth,
the difficulty of being separated by water and land, where her umbilical cord lies, does
not stop Yaa from remembering through her use of a second person pronoun, “you,”
as a direct address to the reader.
In another section, Mate Masie I think of the role of African women subjects in
the household, and what is covert and visible for those who belong to a particular
group. For this section, I consider the subject of a Black woman who is also a mother,
of the earth which referred to Akan/Asante customs as Asaase Yaa. The origin stories
return here with the first poem “The Origin of Woman” which is an imagined (not
Akan)/ culturally influenced way of envisioning what woman, as earth, cultivated in
her relationship with Nyame, God. I also consider the metaphorical marriage between
the colonizer and the colonized, the marriage that gives birth to incest, the marriage
that seems good until the woman walks away from her country. In this particular
section, the speaker is concerned with the relationship between the body and artifact as
the artistic process for many West African artisans who passed on the practice of
weaving or sculpting to their kin. At the same time, I am recalling conversations I
have had while completing archival research for this project. I think of the fragility of
the frailty of the body which is meant to carry/pass on traditions of art.
In a very short but necessary section of the poetry manuscript, I stop to
imagine the challenges of migration for people of the African Diaspora in the 1940s
by writing poetic meditations of paintings in Jacob Lawrence’s The Great Migration
(1941). The inception of this section came from a second visit to the Schomburg
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Center in Harlem, New York. The Schomburg is one of the few libraries in the United
States that hold records/texts written by people of the African Diaspora. The current
director, Kevin Young’s, exhibition Travelling While Black fit perfectly with my
exploration of migration and the Black female subject. What stood out to me as I
explored the exhibition was the work of Jacob Lawrence which I had previously seen
at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. In Traveling While Black, I consider the
motivations of voluntary migration for the black subject, which is something that Yaa
Bretuo is more likely to identify with. However, there are certain overlaps between the
suffering of subjects who migrate voluntarily and are later undocumented and that of
the one who is forced into chattel slavery.
This section functions as a selah in the manuscript: a pause between Yaa’s
Africa and her America, a reconsideration of generations of Black subjects that have
moved and keep moving. I considered voluntary and involuntary migration—the over
six million enslaved Africans that were forced to come to America, the six million
African Americans from the South that moved North and West. I am mindful that I am
also theorizing through this section by creating poetic critiques of Lawrence’s work, of
how migration changes the Black subject. Engaging with Lawrence's work through his
1941 picture book became an exciting ekphrastic exercise. Lawrence was a painter
who often focused on portraying African American experiences in Cubist work. The
images I chose to respond to, problematized the notion of safety in the South for many
African Americans and showed the motivation for migration. A poem like “No.6”
considers again the mode of transport and what it means to be crowded on a train cart
to a sort of imagined freedom:
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“On this train, we hold in our breath
for as long as we hear the conductor
say, New York, Chicago, and sometimes
we yearn to hear Paradise”
Another poem, “Leaving Egypt,” becomes pivotal to what I learned about
Black women in the South, that they were the last group of people to migrate to the
North. Therefore, the relationship between land and woman becomes even more
complex. I ask in this same poem, “How should I desert you? /all my years I have seen
into you...How do I leave you? How do I wrestle/myself to dig through another
ground?”
In the poems themselves and related critical essays, I examine larger themes
such as the politics of settler colonialism, slavery, migration, and identity formation
for West African subjects in America who lack documentation and cannot return
home. The creative work addresses the lived and imagined experiences of subjects that
I hope to analyze further in a collection of critical essays. Ultimately, this work
reimagines original interpretations of this aesthetic, considering its transnational
values of Black subjectivities.
What I hope I would have achieved by the end of this collection is to present a
problem for those who can't “Sankɔfa” go back/ or return for it. This place they seek
to return to, which may be inaccessible, may be their home, their family, or their
country. They are not simply returning to a place of “origin” but they are also
returning to a new consciousness of home—that presents a blend of language, and
culture of the Western world. For example, in Fawohodie, the final section of the
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collection, Yaa Bretuo comes to terms with the reality of being undocumented. In the
poem “Refugee Status for the Undocumented,” she thinks of the possibility of
becoming legal, though bizarre might earn her a way to return to the family she has
left in Ghana. She writes “I would rather my country be at war than peace, / anything
to keep me here.” This is where we realize the tension in her desire to stay (to be legal)
which will allow her to return to her country. In between these moments of mourning
the loss of her country is the revival of the myth about the Adinkra symbols, the
imprisoned Nana Kofi Adinkra. By revisiting the Adinkra symbols, she finds
solidarity in being able to create art, and poetry through her confinement. What I also
hope the epilogue does is raise awareness of undocumented Black or African subjects
who are often not discussed in the topic of migration. Much of the attention is given to
migrants from Southern America precisely because they outnumber the African
immigrants and because many African immigrants can only come to the country
legally. Of course, in Europe, this is a different reality.

…
In 2005 when I left Ghana for the United States, I was filled with the
excitement of reuniting with my mother and the joy of trying all the foods I had seen
on television like McDonald’s, and the glory of having “smoke” come out of my
mouth when it snowed. I had a lot of energy to play and little energy to explore my
country’s history—I was also a child. When I returned in 2021, sixteen years after
being away, I was overwhelmed with the sense of proving myself as a smart young
scholar who knew something vital about my identity. I was conscious of myself and
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the relationship I now sought with my country, my land. I had no geographical
knowledge of the places I entered and without the assistance of a classmate, I would
not have been able to enter these very intimate places that held knowledge of the
Adinkra symbols.
I began looking closely at the existence of Adinkra symbols in material culture
in the North American space in 2021: I visited Gullah Regions in South Carolina and
Georgia. This research confirmed my hypothesis about the existence of Adinkra
symbols in the United States before the twentieth century. I also noticed several
customs in the South that immediately reminded me of Ghana. On my drive to the
Gullah Museum in Georgetown, South Carolina, I passed by Pleasantville, where I
saw many empty wooden structures by the roadside. As I drove further, I noticed that
a few of them were filled with baskets and identified these baskets as similar to the
ones I had seen at the Charleston market in South Carolina. In Ghana, one can go
grocery shopping or buy lunch from the various vendors who sell groceries, prepacked
food, or water, by the roadside. It is not as jarring in the South but seeing those shacks
made me feel at home.
At Charleston market, I met two ladies who wove and sold baskets made from
sweetgrass. While trying to take a picture of the baskets, the vendor openly
reprimanded me and when I asked about her weaving process, she seemed upset. The
baskets were quite pricy, a small circle that was the length of my index finger was
about $70. The other vendor was kind enough to explain that some tourists would post
pictures of their patterns online and try to replicate and sell them—they were
protecting their intellectual property in the arts. When I moved further into the market,
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an older man who was much more cordial explained that the weaving and patterns
were inherited in the family, much as David at Ntonso learned about the Adinkra
symbols. He worried that his children did not find basket weaving as interesting or
lucrative as pursuing a nursing career. I left wondering about how many oral art
practices had died with generations of enslavement. As my research trip to Ghana
grew nearer, I thought of the strangeness of home, the desire to seem put together
when one returns—when indeed one is still searching for the pieces of self.
Chasing history in Ghana presented its challenges. In Kumasi, one couldn’t
walk a few feet without seeing an Adinkra symbol on a wall or gate. Yet, some people
were stunned and confused when I probed further about the stories behind certain
symbols. When we initially got to the Manhyia Palace Museum, it had been closed for
months for renovations and would not be open until February 2022. Manhyia is where
the Ashanti King lives and executes power with other leaders of the Ashanti Kingdom.
It is also where many traditional events of the Asante people are held. Since it is like
the White House in the sense that royalty resides in this space, one simply cannot just
enter the Museum, which is in the Palace without permission or guidance. So, I
learned quickly that accessibility in the Ghanaian context sometimes required
persistence. One question no one in Ghana could help me answer completely was
about the symmetry of the symbols, and I hope it is an idea that mathematical scholars
or historians can look further into.
During our trip to Cape Coast, we encountered a flooded bridge that redirected
us further into the hinterland areas of Bekwai. As much as I wanted to be treated as a
native, I was often “made out” as a foreigner who spoke Twi well. My classmate
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explained that my fairness (light skin) did not help. When we often took public
transportation, the drivers would hike the prices because she was also fair, believing
we had more to offer. On several occasions, people would speak only English to us,
switching to Twi when we insisted. At the Cape Coast castle, the attendant who
collected fees for the tour was going to charge me 30 cedes more because I greeted her
and asked for prices in English and not Twi. If I was not mindlessly singing a local
song, she would have increased the prices—for in singing the song in a local language
I proved I was Ghanaian.
As I sat on the plane back, next to a white doctor who had completed a
humanitarian service trip to Ghana and was returning to his family in Florida, I
thought about where else I could expand on my research of these symbols and whether
this ache of figuring out how Adinkra symbols had gotten into the United States had
disappeared. I thought of ways in which a fictional representation of this work,
probably a more direct relationship with storytelling, but I considered poetry as my
truth of expression and I had to dig deep into this world.
One can get lost in the 200+ and counting Adinkra symbols that currently
exist. I cannot overemphasize how exhausting it felt to discover certain symbols, their
variations, or their change in names 29 I have found that after writing Try Kissing God,
which has poetic translations of thirty Adinkra symbols, and the creative portion of
this dissertation, I have gained knowledge on the translations of West African subjects
that I hope to explore through other mediums. I also often think of Nana Yaa
Asantewaa and what an adaptation of her story as a movie would look like—what an
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See figures 8 and 9.
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adaptation of the myth of the Adinkra symbols would look like. For me, the most
powerful form of translating these historical texts has been my imagination and my
experience as a migrant subject. I think too about war, bondage, slavery, and the
tender act of making art as a creative counter to these acts of violence.

39

Figure 1
Nyame Biribi Wo Soro, “God is in
heaven,” one of several Adinkra
symbols on the gate of Manhyia Palace

Figure 2
Osram ne Nsromma “The Moon and
Star” symbol on a cement wall in at
Kentinkrono, Kumasi.

Figure 4
Figure 3
Adinkrahene, “king of Adinkra
symbols” one of the Adinkra symbols
on the ceiling of The Kumasi Central
Market (Locally referred to as Kumasi
Dubai)

Gye Nyame, Akoma Ntoso “Except
for God, Linked Hearts” embedded in
new College of Arts and Built
Environment (CABE) Office Block
Kwame Nkrumah University of
Science and Technology(KNUST).
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Figure 5
Savannah Cotton Exchange Building, Savannah, Georgia
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Figure 6
Historic Sankɔfa gate in Savannah, Georgia
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Figure 8
Variations of the same
symbols with the same
meanings: Sankɔfa (L),
Adinkrahene (R)
Figure 7
Gye Nyame, “Except for God” on the
cover of Zong! By M. NourbeSe
Philip; Adinkra cloth on the cover of
No Sweetness Here and Other Stories
by Ama Ata Aidoo
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Figure 9
Symbols that use similar
motifs/shapes but have different
names or meanings.

Figure 10
Siamese Crocodiles

Figure 11
Ram’s Horn
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